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Overview
¾ Current state of the world’s wetlands
and water resources
• Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA)

¾ The Ramsar Convention and water
¾ Ecosystems & water resource
management - issues & challenges
¾ Can we move towards a more
sustainable future for wetlands and
water?
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What’s the problem?
¾ Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, developed in
1960s:
• because of concerns over destruction of wetlands and
its impact on waterbirds

¾ Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) in 2005:
• “degradation and loss of wetlands (both inland and
coastal) is continuing more rapidly than for other
ecosystems”

¾ The problem remains….
• Economic development and land-use change often
higher priority than ecosystem maintenance
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Key findings of the MA Ramsar Synthesis Report
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MA: services provided by wetlands
¾ Inland wetlands are extremely important for people
¾ Services delivered by wetlands – arguably US$ 14
trillion annually
• Major value of hydrological services
• many other service values
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MA: services provided by wetlands
¾ Global hydrological cycle is fundamental
to wetlands
• “No water: no wetlands”
¾ Despite this high economic value
wetlands have long been (and are still
being) viewed by decision-makers are
being of little value
• So still little priority given to
maintaining their wise use – and
invaluable services
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MA: services provided by wetlands
¾ Wetlands significantly influence the functioning
of the hydrological cycle
• and supply of water to people, and the uses they make
of it (e.g. irrigation, energy, transport & drinking)

¾ almost all of the world's consumption of
freshwater is drawn directly or indirectly from
wetlands
• “No wetlands: no water”
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MA: services provided by wetlands
¾ Without wetlands we lose their services
• Yet many wetland systems are deteriorating and
this puts their services at risk

¾ Inland and coastal wetlands (& their
biodiversity) are being lost at a faster rate than
terrestrial systems
• Freshwater wetlands and mangroves: 2.5% loss
per year

¾ Clearance, & drainage for agricultural has been
the principal cause of inland wetland loss
worldwide
¾ Expanding human use of fresh water has led to
less water being available to maintain the
ecological character of many inland water
systems
¾ Global focus on “provisioning services” (e.g.
agricultural production) leading to loss of
“regulating” and “supporting” services
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MA: wetlands & human well-being
¾ Wetlands are crucially important to
people
¾ Declining services from wetlands threaten
well-being of individuals, local
communities, entire states and the global
community
• Especially for poorer people in less developed
countries – often heavily dependent on
wetlands for their livelihoods
• Climate change will make the problems worse

¾ Assessment of 227 major river basins
worldwide showed that
• 37% were strongly affected by fragmentation
and altered flows,
• 23% moderately affected, and
• 40% unaffected
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MA: wetlands & human well-being
¾ >50% of the world’s 500 major rivers are heavily
polluted or are drying in lower reaches
• The well-being of the many millions of people
depending on these rivers has been affected or is
under increasing threat

¾ At least 20% of the world’s population do not
have access to safe drinking water, and
¾ 40% live in water-scarce river basins

www.ramsar.org

MA: wetlands and the Millennium Development Goals
¾ Human health is closely
linked to safe drinking
water and sanitation…
but
¾ Focussing only on
• Climate mitigation or
• MDG delivery (food;
sanitation etc.)

¾ will further jeopardise the
capacity of wetlands to
continue to deliver their
vital services
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MA: Maximising ecosystem sustainability
¾ But focusing, with some tradeoffs, on maintaining sustainable
wetland ecosystems
¾ can significantly contribute to
poverty reduction, improved
sanitation etc. MDGs
• Maintaining food production,
especially with a changing
climate, remains a challenge
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The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
¾ What is the Convention … and how can it help?
¾ Oldest of the global environmental
intergovernmental agreements
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• Established 1971 (in Ramsar City, I.R. of Iran)
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The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
¾ The Convention addresses all
wetlands - from the mountains
to the sea
• Inland wetlands:
• marshes, lakes, rivers, peatlands,
forested wetlands

• Coastal and near-shore marine
systems:
• Coral reefs, mangroves, estuaries,
etc. - to 6 m water depth

• Human-made wetlands
• Reservoirs, rice padi etc.
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The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
¾ 155 Contracting Parties (member states), committed to:
“the conservation and wise use of all wetlands through local,
regional and national actions and international
cooperation, as a contribution towards achieving
sustainable development throughout the world”
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The Ramsar Convention and water
¾ recognized as the only global
environmental treaty dealing with
integrated management of important
water-related ecosystems and water
allocation
¾ first global intergovernmental treaty to
promote integrated management
practices for wetlands, river basins and
coastal zones,
¾ Provides mechanisms for applying
integrated ecosystem-based approaches at
all scales
¾ Since 1996 (COP6, here in Brisbane) the
Convention has taken an increasing focus
on water and ecosystem issues…
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The Ramsar Convention and water
¾ In Brisbane in1996, Ramsar Contracting Parties
adopted Resolution VI.23 entitled “Ramsar and
water”. This:
• recognized the “important hydrological functions of
wetlands, including groundwater recharge, water
quality improvement and flood alleviation, and the
inextricable link between water resources and
wetlands”
• recognised freshwater quality and quantity as vital for
maintaining coastal and marine ecosystem services –
e.g. fisheries
• … and set out a range of actions to allow countries to
address the looming problems of water scarcity,
deteriorating water quality and related breakdown of
wetland ecosystems
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The Ramsar Convention and water
¾ Since then, the
Convention has adopted a
major suite of waterrelated implementation
guidance for countries
¾ Available as Ramsar Wise
Use Handbooks (3rd
edition, 2007)
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¾ Within an overall
Framework for applying
this water-related
guidance

Ramsar’s water-related guidance covers:
• River basin management
• Water allocation and management for maintaining
wetland ecosystems
• Groundwater management
• Agriculture, water and wetlands
• Integrated Coastal Zone Management
• International cooperation (incl. shared water
resources)
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River basin management guidance:
¾ Incorporates a “Critical Path” approach to
management planning and implementation

• Shows stages in a holistic approach to achieving

ecosystem-based management, and
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• The current Ramsar guidances to apply at each
stage

Further Ramsar guidance
¾ The Convention’s Scientific & Technical
Review Panel (STRP) is preparing
further water-related guidance for
Ramsar COP10 (2008) including:
• Further “Critical Path” guidance, on
environmental water requirements and
CEPA tools & stakeholder involvement
• Ramsar Technical Reports on:
• Wetlands and water quality
• Environmental water requirements
methodologies for estuaries, rivers, and nonriverine wetlands
• Wetlands, water and agriculture (report from
CA – IWMI)
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Securing environmental flows – where are we now?
¾ We know what we need to do …
• Maintain wetland ecosystems for their key water services

¾ We know how to do it …
• Much knowledge and work on environmental water
requirements (environmental flows) – this conference!
• Governmental and intergovernmental (Ramsar) processes to
support responses

¾ But: inland and coastal wetlands and their services
continue to be degraded and lost faster than even other
ecosystems (MA)
¾ So what is preventing our achieving sustainability of water
use and wetlands??
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Securing water for wetland service maintenance –
the challenges?
¾ The challenges (and solutions for them) are many, and will be
discussed in detail this week:
¾ Water demands still increasing rather than deceasing
¾ Water allocation decisions still being made sectorally rather than
cross-sectorally
• the powerful sectors or stakeholders benefit – and often the poorest
and most at risk continue lose out – especially when water is scarce
• not consistent with delivery of poverty reduction strategies

¾ Allocations continue often being made in absence of knowledge of
how much water is available, or how much is needed to maintain
wetlands for their water
• “caps” can help ensure that no further major allocations make matters
worse, before better knowledge is gained – but only if there is enough
water in the system!

¾ Short-term reactive decisions rather than decision based on longterm strategies and sustainability
www.ramsar.org

Securing water for wetland service maintenance –
some challenges
¾ Are the pressures and increasing water demands
just too great for decision-makers and society to
respond and adjust to?
¾ Has our past decision-making on water
allocations taken us too far to recover from,
without radical change?
¾ Are we as practitioners focussing our efforts
more on the small scale and more easily
achievable, rather that facing up to, and tackling,
the bigger and harder picture?
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Securing water for wetland service maintenance –
some challenges
¾ How have we so far failed to get the message
across to decision-makers that ecosystems are
the key to the water solution, rather than just
another user demanding water
• And so to be treated as a competitor to the needs
and demands of other sectors?

www.ramsar.org

Securing water for wetland service maintenance –
some challenges
¾ Increasingly embedding ecosystem requirements into new
legal frameworks and water legislation seems a good step
forwards, but is it working in practice?
• Does legislation still keep us in the adversarial trap of wetlands as
just another user?
• where water for “the environment” must be justified against the
same economic criteria as water for uses such as agriculture,
industry

• Is there sufficient water flow (and flow variability) knowledge to
make appropriate allocations?
• Does ‘retro-fitting’ such new legal mechanisms onto already
complex management systems just create further complication
and lack of clarity about who makes the decisions, and at what
spatial scales?
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Securing water for wetland service maintenance –
some challenges
¾ How can we determine manage water allocations
and environmental flows with a now rapidly
changing and more extreme climate?
• Too much water (or at the wrong time) in some
basins, prolonged drought and too little water in
others
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Securing water for wetland service maintenance –
some challenges
¾ Along with climate variability making appropriate
allocations increasingly uncertain …
¾ At the same time, our topical knowledge-base is in
decline:
• global network of gauging stations in decline, so
• increasing risk of allocations being made on the past story, not
what is currently available

¾ Earth Observation’s new sensors, and increasing capacity
for historical data-mining, is now offering good options
for assessing trends in flows
• E.g. ESA Globwetland project as demonstration examples
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The way forwards?
¾ Since conserving (and restoring) wetlands is essential for
maintaining their vital services for human well-being and
poverty reduction
¾ Water resources management schemes need to be based
on an integrated ecosystem-based approach
¾ More high level understanding and commitment is
needed, to secure and implement new forms of water
governance based on this paradigm
¾ Including equitable sharing of transboundary water
resources
• effective sustainable development plans and
• poverty reduction strategies
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The way forwards?
¾ Ramsar Convention has the approach and the tools to
support delivery of the water and ecosystems agenda for
the future
¾ The Convention and its International Organisation
Partners (IOPs) such as IWMI, IUCN and Wetlands
International can play a key role in supporting countries
when expertise is needed
¾ But to achieve maintenance of wetland ecosystem
services:
• essential is greatly improved cross-sectoral understanding,
collaboration … and action, e.g. on MDGs and climate responses
• underpinned by a strong science base
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The way forwards?
¾ At the same time, building better local capacity in water
management is critical
¾ Initiatives such as the World Bank’s attention to
environmental flows and creation of task forces have
promise
• Especially if local capacity operates in a framework of water
management and environmental flows better embedded in overall
spatial planning

¾ Ensuring we share our technical knowledge – and
transmit it clearly to decision-makers – is vital
• IUCN’s newly established Global Enviromental Flows Network
should help provide such a mechanism
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The way forwards?
“Water management is one of the most pressing
crises we face. To lessen the seesaw between
drought and flood, we need a fundamental shift in
attitudes – to use water carefully and slow its
journey from sky to sea”
Kim Wilkie (landscape architect)
The Independent (UK), 30 August 2007
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